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1923 Born, in Barcelona.

1934 Begins baccalaureate studies.

Had exhibited ability and interest in painting since early childhood.

First contact with contemporary art through Catalonian magazines,

particularly the extraordinary edition of d'ao I d'alla.

directed by J . Prats and Jose Luis Sert.

1936 In Barcelona during Civil W ar. Continues to draw and paint.

1943 Enrolls at University of Barcelona to study law.

1946 Abandons law studies to devote himself exclusively to painting.

1947 Friendship with Joan Brossa, poet and playwright.

1948 A founding member of group and jnagazine DAU AL SET

("The Seventh Side of the Die"), Barcelona. Meets Miro.

1950 To Paris on scholarship from French Institute of Barcelona.

Subsequently visits Paris regularly.

1951 1 isils Belgium and Holland.

1953 To New York on occasion of first one-man exhibition there.

1955 Friendship with Michel Tapie.

1957 Visits Italy.

1959 Second trip to United States.

1961 Third visit to United States.

1962 Trip to England and Germany.
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FOREWORD

Tapies was the first of a new generation of Spanish artists, now in their thirties and

twenties, to reach an international audience. Since his first one-man show in New

\ ork in 1953. the Spaniards have multiplied, and critical opinion has unified them

all as a new "school." A national group with a strong local identity has been set up

and contrasted with the allegedly smooth flow of international abstract art. The

equalizing of the Spaniards has been achieved mainly by emphasis on a presumed

national image. This image is the continuation of the romantic lore of Spain which

started in the 19th century. As a place, the peninsula is evoked as barren, dry.

rocky, brown — and these characteristics are then detected in Spanish art. The

Spanish palette becomes a metaphor of the Spanish earth. The national tempera-

ment is described as austere ( as in the 16th century when the Spanish court

fashion was for black i. but violent I all the blood and ritual of the bullfight | . This

is typical of the way in which Spanish art has been identified with a romantic, geo-

cultural presence, as if the real artist were Spain, working through artists, her

passive agents. Spanish and non-Spanisli critics have been equallv culpable in cir-

culating this vivid but unverifiable image. Tapies. however, repudiated his connec-

tions with other Spanish artists on the occasion of an official exhibition, sponsored

by the Spanisli and British Governments in London this year, and perhaps it is

time to consider Spanish artists more objectively, as individuals and in relation not

to their own country but to the general pattern of post-war art.



Purple. 1960. Collection William Janss. Thermal. California.



Most of the Spaniards relate to a European style beyond their borders, which could

he called Matter Painting'. Its characteristics include the use of pigment with

a specific gravity in excess of the normal facture of oil paint. Plaster and plastic

grounds, paint freighted with sand or marble dust, or just very thick paint, create

dense continuous pastes. The central figure of Matter Painting is Jean Dubuffet,

whose exhibition Mirobolus, Macadam et Cie, Hautes Pates was held in Paris in

1946. The material of these paintings is a dense, earthen paste, so turgid that

signs could be made in it only by graffiti, incising the high paste, or by modeling

in shallow relief. The scarred and substantial surface has widely influenced subse-

quent European art. In Matter Painting texture takes on many of the expressive

functions usually carried by color or by brushwork. Dubuffet, for example, has

referred to his series of Corps des Dames, painted in 1950, in these terms: "tex-

tures evoking human flesh . . . and other textures which have nothing to do with

human bodies, suggesting rather the earth or things like bark and roots"2
.

Matter Painting affirmed the simple material basis of art, at a time when artists in

America and Europe were cutting down the elaborate stylistic apparatus they

had inherited from early 20th century art. In America the simplifications tended,

technically, toward a reaffirmation of pure painterly means; in Europe the thick-

paint revolution, with its massive planes, reduction of depth, and sluggish move-

ment, led painting in the direction of relief sculpture. Hence the recurring use of

the wall, both as an image and as a flat worn surface in European art. Dubuffet's

lithographs Les Murs ( done in 1945 and published later I are an early explora-

tion of the wall, not as a marker of boundaries or a protector of property, but as a

surface modeled by time and people. The wall, because it is a natural carrier of

human marks, and because it is both flat and substantial, has been a governing

image of Matter Painting. Tapies' works do not so much represent objects as

resemble areas, places like city walls, the earth's crust, raked sand gardens in Zen

Buddhist temples, archaeological sites. Thus the literalness of the medium, more

characteristic of sculpture than of strictly defined painting, which takes Matter

Painting toward relief sculpture, is at the heart of Tapies' imagery.

Certainly Tapies would have had early access to Matter Painting. Apart from the

usual information provided by magazines and catalogues (and only those who

have depended on them for news know how much information a few half-tones can

carry for a receptive reader), Tapies was in Paris in 1950. By placing him against

an international, rather than a national, framework, his uniqueness is not reduced.

On the contrary, by citing an individual within the most extensive available con-

1 Exhibition catalogue, Matter Painting, Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, I960.

" Exhibition catalogue. Jean Dubuffet, Musee ties Arts Decoratifs, Paris, 1960.



text, we are approaching the real operating conditions of the modern artist with

his easy grasp of world art.

The magazine Dau al Set. edited by Tapies and others in Barcelona in the late

"40s. is an index of some of Tapies" early interests, which included Miro. Klee and

Joaquin Torres Garcia I the L ruguan artist I . Specific details of the linear sign

languages of the first two artists show in Tapies" early work, but the influence of

Klee. in conjunction with that of Torres Garcia, leads in another direction. Torres

Garcia developed a flexible grid which ran all over the picture surface, sometimes

carrying signs but as often as not creating form in rows or series, like Klee's addi-

tive compositions of "magic squares." As the materialitv of his paintings increased

after 1953-54. Tapies did not lose his sense of a grid, though it often disappears as

a continuous linear structure under flat slabs of smooth gritty paint, like wet sand.

His constant use of horizontal and vertical relations: his placing of the slits,

patches, and knobs which accent his long planes of paint: his tendency to hold

large flat areas by working in from the edges: all these formal means bestow a

firmness on his work that is derived from his assimilation of the all-over composi-

tional grid. He keeps it as an armature giving visual stability to his flat planes of

risen matter.

Tapies does not create space in terms of a reconciliation between the facts of sur-

face and an illusion of space and light, as a painter does. On the contrary, the

sensation of space is blocked by the dense materiality of his means. This is what is

meant by saying that Matter Painting's textures have a semi-sculptural status.

However, there is a dimension of allusion in Tapies work, but in terms of an image

of time rather than of space. The corroded surfaces, fissures, and peeled areas

convey a sense of stratification, of one level below another, which is rich in evoked

antiquity. The paint surfaces seem worn by a duration greater than that of an indi-

vidual artist I as in Dubuffet"s "sols et terrains/" which are wrinkled like samples of

a cooled volcanic landscape i . The processes of the hand as an analog of times

shaping make elegance a natural result of partial destruction. Tapies" image is

often archaeologising: walls — as already mentioned, doors, tablets, deposited

with us bv a lost past, suddenly present again after unearthing. It is a New Ar-

chaicism which compounds the sophistication and historical awareness of the pres-

ent with the evocation of human use and order in the past. Tapies does not evoke

the past nostalgically, as a model for the present, but exposes us to a mingled im-

pression of the present and the past. The archaic thus presupposes the modernity

of its witnesses.

LAWRENCE ALLOWAY
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Great Painting. 1958. Collection The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. New "iork.
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